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1. Introduction
The participation of middle managers in the strategy process benefits an organization by
providing opportunities for strategic renewal (Floyd & Lane, 2000). However, as Leonard-
Barton (1992) argued, an organization’s capability, which was once recognized as a source
of competitive advantage, might become a core rigidity that inhibits its flexibility and
ultimately, affects its long-term growth. Middle managers are uniquely positioned to engage
in strategic activities, and are crucial for maintaining stability and initiating change (Sayles,
1964). More specifically, middle managers are expected to exercise both upward and
downward strategic influences by implementing deliberate strategies, synthesizing
information, facilitating adaptability, and championing alternatives (Floyd & Wooldridge,
1994, 1997, 2000).
Recognizing middle managers as strategic actors also indicates that they are expected to
become initiators of strategic change by bringing new ideas into the organization. Floyd and
Wooldridge (2000) divided this process into three phases: idea generation, initiative
development, and strategic reintegration. Hence, middle managers play a fundamental role in
detecting and mobilizing new ideas (Kanter, 1983). Moreover, compared to upper
management, middle managers are uniquely positioned to produce new ideas through
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knowledge exploration and exploitation (Burgess et al., 2015)
However, in reality, even if middle managers present novel ideas that drive strategic
change, the ideas by themselves do not have value. While middle managers are usually
recognized as boundary spanners (Kahn et al., 1964; Van Sell, Brief, & Schuler, 1981), an
activity related to connecting with outsiders as a representative of the organization is
conceptualized as boundary spanning activity (Adams, 1976). Thus, the middle managers
are better positioned to create novel ideas through the frequent contact with people outside
the organization (Cattani, Ferriani, & Lanza 2017). As creators, they are also responsible for
proposing the idea in an attempt to gain acceptance from upper management (Caniëls, De
Stobbeleir, & De Clippeleer, 2014; Perry-Smith & Mannucci, 2017). Thus, whether middle
managers could be valuable as a change agent depends on their performance in both the
idea generation and the proposal phases.
Yet, previous studies in this area lacked a detailed discussion of individual factors that
influence proposal performance, making it difficult to understand how an individual
completes idea proposal activity. This study attempts to address this question by adopting
the AMO framework, which delineates how individuals perform a certain task in terms of
ability, motivation, and opportunity (Purcell et al., 2003). The AMO framework can also
provide a theoretical basis for a rich description of how middle managers gain and utilize
their characteristics in an attempt to successfully complete idea proposal. For this,
qualitative data is collected in the Japanese context. As a result of the data analysis, it is
argued that the success of an idea expressed is related to the ability, motivation, and
opportunity of the managers, all of which enhance the feasibility and acceptability of the
proposed idea.
2. Conditions for middle managers to make successful idea proposals
A body of knowledge on strategic management has devoted itself to delineating the
strategy making process, resulting in both top-down and bottom-up styles being crucial for
defining and implementing successful strategies (Hart, 1992; Hart & Banbury, 1994). The
rationale for the bottom-up style of strategy-making comes from the inability of the top
management to gather information from the workplace, thus encouraging middle managers
to become involved in the strategy-making process as a key actor, who is capable of leading
change from the bottom (Burgelman, 1983, 1991).
It must be noted that the middle management perspective towards strategy making has
been established for decades (Wooldridge, Schmid & Floyd, 2008). The middle management
perspective tends to highlight both upward and downward influence a middle manager
exercises, including championing alternatives before the upper decision makers based on
their ideas (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1994). Thus, it can be said that a middle manager is a key
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actor who advocates a new idea generated at the workplace, and proposes it to the upper
management.
However, it is not easy for middle managers to successfully accomplish this idea
proposal process. Previous studies have identified several basic conditions that must be
fulfilled before the upper management accepts middle managers’ idea proposal. First, prior
to making proposals, middle managers must gain the attention of upper management
(Dutton & Ashford, 1993; Dutton et al., 1997). In this regard, middle managers should
continue to propose their ideas, and strive to gain such attention, since they are usually
excluded from the strategy process, and have no opportunity to champion alternatives
(Currie, 1999; Mantere & Vaara, 2008). As attention management literature argues, decision
makers are not cable of paying attention to every issue and initiative that comes in from
various places of the organization (Ocasio, 1998). Therefore, it is crucial for middle
managers to focus on how they can propose their ideas to the upper management and gain
their acceptance.
Second, several studies have found that an idea proposal’s success depends on the
characteristics of the idea itself, leading to the argument that the success of the proposal
depends on the idea being associated with the strategic intention of the organization. For
instance, Canales (2015) analyzed 14 strategic initiatives and concluded that such initiatives
designed by middle managers were justified through their strategic intent and feasibility.
Literature on issue-selling also highlights the need to consider the fit between the proposed
strategy and the current strategy (Dutton & Ashford, 1993). Alt and Craig (2016) addressed
the issue-selling process and deviated from the dominant organizational logic (e.g.,
championing the social issue at profit-oriented organization), based on the contention that
the success of issue-selling depends on whether the solution is associated with the
organizational context. Therefore, middle managers must associate their idea with a strategic
objective to justify it to the upper management.
The third reason, which is related with the second, is concerned with personal traits that
are inherent in the upper management, which is responsible for decision making (Zhou et
al., 2017). Raes et al., (2011) adopted the concept of cognitive flexibility to explain why top
management becomes more accepting of new ideas, through the interaction between middle
and top management. Top management, when faced with a novel idea, tends to hesitate to
accept it because the more creative an idea is, the more difficult it is to realize it (Baer,
2012). While assessing the proposal, the new idea is exposed to the evaluator’s cognitive
bias, which makes it difficult to adequately evaluate the benefit arising from it (Reitzig &
Sorenson, 2017). These results imply that the success of an idea proposal by middle
managers is related to the personal characteristics of top management as decision makers.
Several studies have also highlighted that the quality and quantity of social networking
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established within an organization contribute to the justification of a middle manager’s idea,
and increase the possibility of acceptance. Pappas and Wooldridge (2008) introduced the
concept of network centrality to explain the importance of networking within an
organization, especially during the strategic renewal process. Ahearne, Lam, and Kraus
(2014) argued that the reputational social capital that middle managers have, has a
significant impact on the success of championing alternatives. These findings are consistent
with the perspective that mutual trust fosters risk-taking behaviors that lead to individual
and/or organizational outcomes (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995), including accepting
ideas of middle managers based on mutual trust and reputation.
As mentioned above, previous research has examined how middle managers can present
initiatives to upper management, while highlighting the hurdles they face during justification
of their ideas. However, it has not focused much on the inner aspect of such managers that
help them persuade the upper management to adopt their ideas. Stated differently, we have
yet to know what types of personal factors influence the success of an idea proposal. In this
study, personal factors are referred to a middle manager’s ability, motivation, and
opportunity (towards idea proposal), which is the basis for explaining individual
performance, as is argued in AMO theory (Boxall & Purcell, 2011).
The AMO theory posits that performance is a function of an employee’s ability,
motivation, and opportunity (Appelbaum et al., 2000). This argument helps us outline the
personal factors that are required to propose an idea generated to the upper management. To
date, apart from some exceptional studies (e.g., De Clercq et al., 2011), little research has
been done on the specific ability and motivation of middle managers that lead to a
proposal’s success.
With respect to opportunity, it is widely acknowledged that middle managers play
multiple brokerage roles between the upper and lower levels of an organization (Shi,
Markoczy, & Dess, 2009). This leads to them experiencing role stress (Floyd & Lane,
2000). Role stress is the situation in which the number of responsibilities/activities exceeds
an individual’s capacity to handle the same. As Evans (2017) suggested, a manager located
between the employees and the organization tends to face conflicting pressures, which
results in role stress. Floyd and Lane (2000) also argued that middle managers experience
role stress due to a discrepancy in perceptions regarding what roles they should play.
Consequently, the phenomenon of role stress (or the lack of capacity), inhibits middle
managers from presenting and justifying new ideas.
The reason the present study focuses on middle managers’ AMO is that it is difficult for
middle managers to continue to create and propose new ideas to the upper management,
while dealing with their numerous everyday responsibilities (Zhou et al., 2017). The
decision of the evaluators (i.e., the upper management) is subject to their bias (Reitzig &
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Sorenson, 2013), which can create a sense of uncertainty regarding the acceptance or
rejection of novel ideas (Metcalfe, 1986; Amabile, 1996; Whitson & Galinsky, 2008;
Mueller, Melwani, & Goncalo, 2012). Under such situations, middle managers may abandon
the ideas due to heavy workload; or, with a specific ability and motivation, they may pursue
an idea proposal. In this paper, the following research question is presented: What is the
relationship between middle managers’ AMO and their proposal of novel ideas?
3. Methodology
In order to address the aforementioned question, a qualitative method was chosen as the
most appropriate methodological approach for this study (Yin, 2009). Qualitative research is
suitable for “gaining an understanding both of what individuals experience and how they
interpret their experiences” (Bluhm et al., 2011, p. 1870).
In the first step, 29 middle managers from six organizations (for-profit companies with
more than 1,000 employees) in Japan were selected for this study. Japanese companies
served as an appropriate context for the present study because of their increasing pressures
and multiple roles demands (Iida & Morris, 2008), including proposing ideas for strategic
renewal as a change initiator (Kanai, 1991).
Moreover, previous studies have generally focused on the research and development of
new products (e.g., Nonaka, 1988; Burgelman, 1991), with a limited focus on sales
managers and customer service managers. Based on the notion that middle managers who
come in contact with actors outside of an organization (e.g., customers), are encouraged to
generate new ideas (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1997), it is worth examining how such managers
experience role stress and deal with multiple roles demands in relation to ability and
motivation. Thus, the sample in the present study includes both sales managers and
customer service managers.
Finally, the interview data, including relevant documents from each of the six
organizations, were collected from July to December 2018. Semi-structured interviews,
ranging from 60 to 120 minutes, were conducted with the 29 middle managers. In this case,
the respondents were asked to describe their efforts to sell their ideas, and what they
experienced during the proposal process. The conversations were recorded, transcribed, and
subsequently were examined through thematic analysis, in accordance with the
aforementioned topics.
4. Findings
Middle managers’ ability
One of the most commonly observed concerns among middle managers, when they
proposed ideas, was the reluctance of the upper management to accept the idea due to
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organizational inertia. Some middle managers said that the ideas for new products and
services in responding to changing demands were usually exposed to criticism, since there
was a discrepancy in the perception of the urgency for new initiatives between middle
managers and upper management. This forced the middle managers to step up and fill the
gap.
In order to tackle this problem, the middle managers utilized their social network that
existed with actors outside the organization ― for instance, a purchasing agent who has
been in contact with the middle manager on a daily basis. The middle manager invited the
representative outsider to a venue, who then presented the novel idea, and communicated
with the key decision makers about the urgency of market change and the need to adopt the
idea.
Middle managers’ motivation
It is notable that regarding motivation, most managers had a complex feeling throughout
the idea proposal process. The complexity stemmed from experiencing mixed emotions of
fear and confidence. The former relates to the responsibility for risk-taking, which arises
from idea proposal. One of the key aspects for managers to continue idea proposals with
enthusiasm is, therefore, dependent on whether they can face and overcome fear. One of the
features that motivated the middle managers to pursue their proposal was the confidence
they had in the potential and effectiveness of the idea. Such emotions encouraged them to
continue proposing new ideas despite the resistance and d from the upper management. In
particular, it is noteworthy that middle managers’ confidence largely stemmed from the
careful observation of the market, including competitors and customers.
The case of a home-visit nursing company, which delineates how middle managers
succeeded in idea proposal in relation to new services for patient care, is a representative
example. The company mainly focuses on providing psychiatric home care nursing in close
coordination with an affiliated hospital. Thus, a majority of its employees consist of
professional nurses who specialize in home care visits. Since its establishment, the company
has expanded its business by providing a wide range of services in many areas of Japan.
However, the organization's growth affected the quality of service. The branch manager
(who occasionally conducted home-visits as a nurse) was concerned with insufficient care
and the lack of holistic approach. He was sure that the enhancement of service quality
depended on the extent to which a patient could receive different types of care from various
professionals, such as an occupational therapist.
It took three years for the middle manager to accomplish the proposal process for the
middle manager, after having experienced repeated rejection of the idea. The primary reason
for the rejection was the mismatch between the strategy (at the time) and the contents of the
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idea oriented toward enhancing the quality of care. Thus, he had to convince the upper
management that the idea was worth adopting, and that it would create additional value for
both the patient and the organization. His continuous efforts to repeatedly present his idea
were aided by his confidence about the efficacy of the idea, gained through close interaction
with customers. He was deeply sure that he was better positioned to grasp the reality of the
market and the needs of the patients.
Middle managers’ opportunity
Based on the perceptions of middle managers regarding multiple expectations that others
had of their roles, common features of role stress included role overload (i.e., difficulty
fulfilling all demands of the role) and role conflict (i.e., incompatibility between the
expectations of short-term operational roles and long-term strategic roles). More specifically,
the majority of managers were responsible for operational tasks (e.g., managing their
subordinates and meeting with customers as representatives of the organization), as well as
achieving fiscal goals. At the same time, they were also expected to contribute to the
organization’s long-term survival by, for example, searching for business opportunities,
initiating new business plans, and proposing them to upper management. However, because
of the shortage of employees and increasing pressure, they were prone to experience both
role overload and role conflict.
Nevertheless, middle managers made various efforts to overcome the role stress and
succeed in idea proposal, as the following cases show. While some managers could manage
their capacity, and expend time and energy into idea generation and proposal by delegating
their responsibilities and tasks to their subordinates, others were limited in their ability to
partake in such activities due to role overload and conflict.
Some managers played a pivotal role in idea creation despite the relative lack of
opportunity to partake in such activities. In situations where middle managers were required
to fulfill multiple role expectations, they usually intentionally decreased the frequency of
idea proposal, concentrating instead, primarily on operational tasks to achieve the short-term
goals. However, of the various seeds of ideas, deliberately selecting which ideas and when
to propose them while achieving perfect implementation of the primary tasks, merited
middle managers in terms of successful idea proposal, resulting in the establishment of trust
between middle and upper management. Such trust led to decision makers recognizing the
merit of middle managers’ ideas, as well as their capability of achieving primary goals on a
daily basis. As such, middle managers gained the reputation of being trustworthy employees
who did not leave their basic tasks at the door while making an idea proposal.
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5. Discussion and Implications
Idea proposal can be captured as a part of the process through which novel ideas come
to be realized (Caniëls, De Stobbeleir & De Clippeleer, 2014; Perry-Smith & Mannucci,
2017). This study illustrates how idea proposal initiated by middle managers is successfully
accomplished in relation to their ability, motivation, and opportunity. It is empirically
revealed that their ability to connect and construct close relationships with outsiders and
utilize the connection in the proposal phase, has an effect on the success of idea proposal.
This finding is consistent with research on middle managers’ social capital, demonstrating
that social networks become a part of their individual ability and lead to enhanced
individual performance (Ahearne, Lam, & Kraus, 2014).
The importance of social capital constructed with the actor outside the organization is
also highlighted with regard to the motivation of middle managers. Gathering information
from the market through interaction with outside actors makes managers feel confident,
which leads to them persistently proposing the new idea. Boundary spanning behavior
contributes to organizational adaptability by selecting and translating information from the
external environment (Aldrich & Herker, 1977). Thus, the middle manager as a boundary
spanner is better positioned to produce novel ideas (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1997; Pappas &
Wooldridge, 2007). However, this study provided additional insight into the research stream
on middle management and boundary spanning literature, demonstrating that middle
managers a boundary spanners are better positioned not only for idea generation but also
idea proposal, both of which consist of an idea journey process, and depend on the middle
manager’s ability and motivation to complete idea proposal.
With respect to opportunity, this study found that role overload and role conflict do not
necessarily have a dysfunctional effect on individual and organizational performance, unlike
previous studies on role theory (e.g., Kahn et al., 1964; Rizzo, House, & Lirtzman, 1970).
As shown in the aforementioned case, although the middle manager experienced role
conflict and role overload, he was able to not only build trust with the upper management
but also gain legitimacy, which then became the basis of successful idea proposal as a result
of seeking the point of compromise to solve role conflict.
The findings of the present study are in line with Van Sell, Brief, and Schuler (1981),
who argued that role conflict can contribute to organizational effectiveness and adaptability.
The studies also found that a certain amount of role stress can influence individuals to
resolve conflicting demands by compromising various roles (Van de Vliert, 1981). Moreover,
such actions can foster the accumulation of trust and knowledge, which, as shown in the
present study, can be effective for dealing with resistance and bias from upper management.
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6. Conclusion
The present study examined the relationship between middle managers’ AMO and idea
proposal. First, based on the findings, the construction of social capital between middle
managers and the outsider as a boundary spanner contributes to the enhancement of ability
and motivation to propose their ideas. Second, the gaining of trust through achieving basic
tasks imposed by the manager can help them overcome resistance from upper management,
resulting in successful idea proposals. While multiple role demands and role stress are
generally recognized as having a dysfunctional effect on an individual, a certain degree of
role stress can encourage an individual to accumulate certain experiences, which can be
used to justify a new idea. Overall, these findings contribute to an understanding of the
context in which middle managers can be effectively involved in organizational strategies in
relation to championing new ideas.
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